DESIGNS FoR INNoVATIoN
Whereas many automation manufacturers can cite cornerstones of innovation along their development paths, there are few for whom the driving force of science and innovation underpins their business virtually on a continuous basis. One such company is Tracerco Limited, a subsidiary of Johnson Matthey Plc. Here, there are almost no 'off-the-shelf' products since most developments are designed as bespoke, problem-solving solutions meeting the challenge for new ideas and scientific ingenuity.
Originated in 1958 as a small research team within ICI, the company has since grown to become a global technology business and a world leader in its field. It employs around 300 people throughout the world, of whom 132 are based in the UK. It operates from 31 strategically located overseas offices, has a worldwide network of agents and service partners and exports some 70 per cent of its total output.
Centre of Excellence
The company's worldwide headquarters -based at Billingham on Teesside -has grown to become Tracerco's global Technology Centre of Excellence, employing some 40 specialist R&D engineers. Approximately 10 per cent of the company's annual turnover is invested in R&D to provide innovative technologies to measure, characterise and control process systems and diagnose operational problems in all aspects of the oil and gas supply chain -from reservoir management through refining to retail outlets for consumer fuel products. Customer countries embrace Europe, the Middle East, the US and Asia Pacific. Key to the company's success has been its ability to offer product developments less than two years old. In order to achieve this, the company strives to launch at least two new products each year, with innovation being embedded in their design. These contribute 25 per cent or more to the total sales revenue.
An expanding range of products and services includes radiation monitors, nucleonic instrumentation, process diagnostics, reservoir characterisation, radiation protection advice and training, analytical service and fuel tagging. Bespoke solutions to address specific problems invariably evolve as co-developments through in-depth technical forums arranged by the company for clients, such as the major oil companies. Tracerco's successes have gained the company three Queen's Awards for Enterprise within a six-year period, covering the categories of innovation and international trade. It was also named 'Company of the Year' in a recent contest for the North East Business Awards.
Subsea Dominance
The first development to capture a Queen's Award for innovation recognised a revolutionary approach to improving separator oil recovery -a development which has led to the company's dominance as an instrumentation supplier for subsea separation processes. Whereas previously only the total liquid level in the separator could be ascertained, the new TRACERCO Profiler™ provides operators for the first time with an on-line 'window' through which they can 'see' and accurately measure the different levels of oil, gas, water and other constituents such as sand and foaming layers. Since its launch the Profiler has been developed into a customised range for applications including harsh environments such as offshore Floating Production, Storage and Offloading (FPSO) units, downstream refining, SIL2 trip level detection and subsea separation. Its design is based on a 20-year life cycle and there are now more than 300 systems installed worldwide.
Radiation Monitoring
With more than 50 years experience in radiation measurement, the company claims to have developed a unique range of intrinsically safe portable monitoring systems which can detect low levels of a wide range of radioactive materials and provide effective monitoring of personal radiation exposure. Again, the focus has been on innovative design. For example, the company secured another Queen's Award for innovation with what is believed to have been the first intrinsically safe radiation contamination monitor for the oil and gas industry.
With Tracerco, breaking new ground is the driving force of its business. Shortly to be announced will be a cornerstone development designed to give greater protection to operators from radiation exposure in hazardous areas. This intrinsically safe personal monitor will measure radiation to which the operator may be exposed. It will be easy to use and will eliminate the need for hot work permits and specialist technical knowledge to interpret the data. A simple single button operation will enable an operator to view a 'living screen' featuring a unique colour-coded graphical display which will alert him to any radiation build-up in his area. Easy to understand audible and visual alarms are also built into the design. Another 'first' just around the corner will address the problem of compensating for solid build up in a vessel -coke within a vacuum tower, for example -as well as vapour pressure changes which can result in false high level measurement.
With a strong product range and growing markets, the company's future looks bright. Its team of engineers and scientists are at the forefront of innovation and will continue to push new boundaries. As reported in its literature, Tracerco sees profit, not as an objective but the result of "doing things properly." For further information, please visit www.tracerco.com
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